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A N  A R G U M E N T  F O R  A  C O R E  C U R R I C U L U M  
S a n d r a  P o r t k o  
W h a t  i s  a  C o r e  C u r r i c u l u m  a n d  w h a t  i s  i t s  i n h e r e n t  v a l u e ?  A  C o r e  C u r r i c u l u m  i s  
i n t e n d e d  t o  b e  t h e  c o m m o n  b o d y  o f  k n o w l e d g e  t h a t  i s  s h a r e d  b y  t h e  e d u c a t e d  p e r s o n s  o f  a  
g i v e n  c u l t u r e .  I t  i s  i n t e n d e d  t o  t e a c h  t h e  m e m b e r s  o f  t h a t  g r o u p  w h a t  t h e y  n e e d  t o  k n o w  i n  
o r d e r  t o  b e  g o o d  c i t i z e n s  a n d  f u t u r e  l e a d e r s  a n d  m a i n t a i n  t h a t  c u l t u r e .  I t  i s  a s s u m e d  t h a t  
t h e  m o r e  e d u c a t e d  p e r s o n s  w i l l  b e  t h e  l e a d e r s  o f  t h a t  c u l t u r e .  T h u s ,  t h e i r  e d u c a t i o n  i s  n o t  
m e r e l y  a  p r i v a t e  i n d u l g e n c e  b u t  a n  i n v e s t m e n t  i n  t h e  s u r v i v a l  o f  t h e  e n t i r e  c o m m u n i t y  .  
S u c h  b e l i e f s  a b o u t  e d u c a t i o n  m a y  s e e m  r a t h e r  q u a i n t  a n d  o l d - f a s h i o n e d  a t  f i r s t  
g l a n c e .  H o w e v e r ,  i f  w e  e x p l o r e  f u r t h e r ,  t h e r e  i s  n o t h i n g  o u t m o d e d  a b o u t  t h e m .  E v e r y  
c u l t u r a l  g r o u p  t h a t  s u r v i v e s  m u s t  s u c c e s s f u l l y  t r a n s m i t  t o  i t s  y o u n g e r  m e m b e r s  t h e  
i n f o r m a t i o n  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  s u r v i v a l .  T h i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  i n c l u d e s  t h e  b a s i c  " w h a t "  o f  s u r v i v a l .  
F a r  m o r e  c r u c i a l ,  h o w e v e r ,  i s  t h e  " w h y "  o f  s u r v i v a l ,  t h e  p r e s e r v a t i o n  o f  o n e ' s  c u l t u r e ' s  
v a l u e s .  A l l  t r u e  e d u c a t i o n  p r e s u p p o s e s  s u c h  a  b e d r o c k  o f  v a l u e s - a n y t h i n g  e l s e  i s  m e r e  
a c q u i s i t i o n  o f  f a c t s  a n d  i n f o r m a t i o n .  
O n e  p r o b l e m  i n  r e c e n t  y e a r s  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  h a s  b e e n  t h e  f a n a t i c a l  a d h e r e n c e  
t o  t h e  d o g m a  o f  " v a l u e - f r e e  e d u c a t i o n . "  " V a l u e - f r e e  e d u c a t i o n "  i s  a n  o x y m o r o n .  W h e n  
e v e r y t h i n g  h a s  e q u a l  v a l u e ,  n o t h i n g  h a s  v a l u e :  e a r n i n g  o n e ' s  l i v i n g  b y  s e l l i n g  d r u g s  i s  
t h e n  n o  l e s s  v a l u a b l e  t h a n  e a r n i n g  o n e ' s  l i v i n g  b y  c a r i n g  f o r  p e o p l e  d y i n g  o f  A I D S .  T r u e  
r e l a t i v i s m  r e d u c e s  a l l  v a l u e  j u d g m e n t s  t o  m e r e  o p i n i o n s .  I t  m a y  b e  t i m e  t o  a c k n o w l e d g e  
t h a t  s o m e  o b j e c t i v e  b a s i s  f o r  v a l u e s  e x i s t s  a n d  t h a t  t h e  s u r v i v a l  o f  h u m a n k i n d  m a y  w e l l  
d e p e n d  o n  t e a c h i n g  t h o s e  v a l u e s .  
C e r t a i n l y ,  t h e  q u e s t i o n  w i l l  b e  r a i s e d ,  " W h o s e  v a l u e s  w i l l  b e  t a u g h t ? "  T h e  a n s w e r  
m u s t  b e  " H u m a n i t y ' s  v a l u e s . "  A s  w a s  b r i l l i a n t l y  a n d  s u c c i n c t l y  p o i n t e d  o u t  b y  C .  S .  
L e w i s  n e a r l y  f i f t y  y e a r s  a g o ,  "  . . . .  [ H u m a n s ]  m u s t  b e  t a u g h t  w h a t  t o  v a l u e . "  E v e r y  c u l t u r a l  
g r o u p  h a s  s o m e  b a s i c  r u l e s  a b o u t  l i v i n g  r i g h t l y  w i t h  o t h e r  h u m a n s .  S o m e  g r o u p s  m a y  
e m p h a s i z e  o n e  a s p e c t  o f  s u c h  v a l u e s  m o r e  t h a n  a n o t h e r .  B u t ,  a s  L e w i s  n o t e d ,  t h e  " T A O , "  
a s  h e  r e f e r r e d  t o  i t ,  w a s  a  g e n e r a l  w a y  o f  v a l u i n g  t h e  w o r l d  a n d  i t s  i n h a b i t a n t s  s o  a s  t o  l i v e  
" i n  r i g h t  o r d e r "  o r  h a r m o n y  w i t h  a l l .  T h i s  " T A O "  i s  n o t  i n f u s e d  k n o w l e d g e .  I t s  t e n e t s  a r e  
w i t h i n  t h e  g r a s p  o f  e v e r y  h u m a n ,  b u t  i t  i s  t h e  r o l e  o f  e d u c a t i o n  t o  t e a c h  h u m a n s  w h a t  t o  
v a l u e  a n d  w h y  t o  v a l u e  i t .  
T h e  t i m e  h a s  c o m e  t o  i d e n t i f y  t h e  c o r e  v a l u e s  i n  o r d e r  t o  e s t a b l i s h  a  c o r e  
c u r r i c u l u m .  T h e  h u m a n  r a c e  i s  i n  a  " l i m i n a l  s p a c e . "  I t  i s  i n  t r a n s i t i o n ;  a  n e w  w o r l d  o r d e r  
c a n  e m e r g e  f r o m  t h e  c u r r e n t  h e a d l o n g  r u s h  i n t o  a p p a r e n t  c h a o s .  F r o m  a  d i a l e c t i c a l  
p e r s p e c t i v e ,  h u m a n i t y  h a s  m o v e d  f r o m  t h e  t h e s i s  o f  a  m o n o l i t h i c  a p p r o a c h  t o  e d u c a t i o n a l  
v a l u e s  t o  t h e  a n t i t h e s i s  o f  " v a l u e - f r e e "  e d u c a t i o n .  P e r h a p s  i t  i s  a  s o m e w h a t  g r a n d i o s e  
i d e a ,  b u t  m a y b e  h u m a n i t y  s h o u l d  b e g i n  t h e  w o r k  o f  s y n t h e s i s  .  
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The popular press is teeming with such suggestions. Conservative and liberal, 
majority and minority-these commentators are all voicing the obvious: "Many of our 
young people have no values." They are realizing that if young people are not taught 
values, then young people will not have values. (One might rejoin in the vernacular, 
"DUH!") No matter the orientation of the writer, the message is the same: "People do not 
value human life anymore." This would probably be the best place to begin to answer the 
questions, "what are humanity's values and how can they best be transmitted to the 
members of the human culture?" 
No one culture is inherently better than another, but some may be better at some 
things than another. All cultures have a value system--is it too simplistic to suggest that it 
is the task of education now to begin to discover the values of a "world-culture?" If 
humans are citizens of a "global village," members of the world-community," fellow-
travelers on "spaceship Earth," then humans need to be educated as to how to become 
good citizens of this community. 
Is Grand Valley committed to such a belief system? Are human beings, indeed, 
part of a world culture which is interdependent and interactionist? If so, then the Core 
curriculum must be designed to share that view with all the students. A smattering of 
different cultures or different approaches will only contribute to the existing divisions. 
The delicate interplay between human diversity and human commonality is what gives 
humanity its beauty and strength. That uniqueness must be cherished even while it must 
be shared for the common good, the survival of humankind. Are we, as educators, ready 
for this challenge? I say YES! I, for one, am ready to undertake this mission. 
Obviously, it is not a one-person assignment. It demands an inter-disciplinary 
approach of committed teachers. Idealistic? Certainly. Impossible? Definitely not. It will 
require the concerted efforts of the entire university, and this, of course, translates into 
money to support the endeavor. It is not a luxury; it is an absolute essential if GVSU is to 
maintain its growing reputation of commitment to the quality education of each student. 
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